Abstract
Introduction
In Nigeria, the rural areas are the food and fibre producing centres. They are also the seed bed of national population which serves to replenish the human resources of the urban centres (Olawoye, 2010) . Rural women are involved at all stages of agricultural enterprises. They are responsible for about 80% of all food items produced (Rahaman, 2004) , (FAO, 1992) , 70% of food production and 50% of the domestic food storage in the country (Mgbada, 2002) . In addition, they form an active and reserve labour force but they rarely own the means of productions, suggesting that the position of women in agricultural development cannot be over emphasized (Rahman, 2004; World Bank, 2003) .
The growth enhancement support scheme (GESS) was designed as a component of the agricultural transformation agenda (ATA) of the federal government. ATA was the government response to the oil crisis that has riddled the agricultural sector in the past and sought to put agricultural growth at the centre of the government's development objective given its critical role for food security and economic diversification (Umeh and Nwachukwu, 2015) .
At inception, the broad objective of growth enhancement scheme (GESS) was to achieve food security for the nation at the macro level, and increase household income for the farmers at the micro level. The scheme was designed to encourage stakeholders in the fertilizer value chain to work together to improve productivity, household food security and raise the income of the farmer by providing direct subsidy through the supply of discounted fertilizers and seeds.
For many years, agro-inputs supply and distribution in Nigeria has been limited by ambiguity in government policy regarding production, liberalization, regulation and subsidy administration. It has been fraught with so many inefficiencies, fraud and discrepancies with clamming that the inputs do not get to them at the required times and recommended rates or at all. Government at the federal and state levels were spending a lot of money on farm inputs which were not reaching the intended beneficiaries (small holder farmers) and thus, had no significant impact on the national food output.
To address this, the federal government decided from the 2012 farming season to opt out of direct procurement and distribution of inputs and instead instituted the growth enhancement support scheme (GESS) aimed at delivering subsidized farm inputs to farmers through an electronic wallet. Under the scheme, an accredited farmer will receive agro inputs allocation through an e -wallet that hosts unique voucher numbers sent to his or her phone, and go to an accredited agro dealer to redeem his inputs. It is expected that this should lead to improvements in agro inputs distribution and marketing by private sector, as well as consequent improvement in crop and agricultural productivity, and profitability for both the input supplied dealer and farmer (Umeh and Nwachukwu, 2015; Etuh, 2012) . It is based on the above background information that this paper examines the participation of rural women in the growth enhancement support scheme (GESS) in Abia State Nigeria.
Problem statement
Even with the decline in the agricultural sector, agriculture continued to contribute about 40% to Nigeria's Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2010-2011 (this is based on Nigeria Bureau of Statistics Economic Outlook 2012 Report). Agriculture is predominantly practiced in the rural areas of the country; hence, there is the need to ensure that farmers in the rural areas get access to farm input such as fertilizers, seeds and information to enhance their productivity. Women from the majority of the rural areas are involved at all stages of agricultural enterprises, responsible for about 70% of food production and 50% of the domestic food storage in the country (Mgbada, 2002) . In addition, they form an active and reserve labour force but they rarely own the means of productions. GESS programme is all about distribution of agro input to the rural poor farmers. By assessing rural women participation in the growth enhancement support scheme in Abia State Nigeria, this research work would provide guidance to the GESS stakeholders to implement measures that will improve the regular supply of adequate quantity and quality of fertilizers to meet the demand of Nigerian farmers especially the women who make up the majority of the agricultural work force. As such, the added knowledge on which factors have the greatest influence on GESS participation will help administrators make more informed decisions on how to promote active participation of all the beneficiaries in the programme to achieve its set objectives within the study area and beyond.
Objectives of the study
The broad objective of the study is to assess participation of the rural women in the growth enhancement support scheme in Abia State.
Specifically, the paper was designed to:
i.
describe the socio economic characteristics of the respondents;
ii. analyse the level of rural women participation in the GESS programme;and
iii. identify major factors affecting active participation of women in the programme in the study area.
Hypothesis
HO: there is no relationship between the socio -economic characteristics of the respondents and their level of participation in GESS in the study area.
Methodology
Study area:
The study was conducted in Abia State of Nigeria. Abia state was created on the 27 th day of august 1991 from the old Imo state, with its capital at Umuahia. Abia state is made up of 17
LGAs. The climate is tropical with dry and raining seasons. It has an annual rain fall of about 668 mm, a large portion of the people are engaged in agriculture and they produce mostly yam, maize, cocoyam, rice, cassava, plantain and cashew. The people are mostly farmers which constitute about 70% of the rural population. The predominant soil of the area is sandy loan while the natural vegetation is the tropical rain forest and is characterized by two distinct seasons, dry and wet season, (Iheke, 2006) . Some of the people engage in non -farm economic activities, like craft making, carpentry and brick laying. Livestock are also kept especially on a small hider basis (Nwaru, 2005) .
Sampling Procedure:
The sample population includes all the women in the study area who are actively involved in farming. A multi-stage sampling procedure was used in the study. Abia state is divided into three (3) agricultural zones namely: Aba, Umuahia and Ohafia agricultural zones.
The first stage involves the purposive selection of Umuahia zone for proximity and effective coverage while in the second stage; one Local Government Area (LGA)
was randomly selected out of the three LGAs in Umuahia Zone. The LGA comprises of two ADP blocks which is made up of five circles each. In the third stage, three circles where randomly selected from each of the blocks making it a total of 6 blocks.
Finally, 20 women who are actively involved in farming were randomly selected from each circle, making it a total of 120 rural women farmers. However, questionnaires from 116 respondents were used for data processing because four questionnaires were rejected for inadequacy in information provided. Data for the analysis were obtained using a structured questionnaire. Objectives i and ii were analyzed with descriptive statistics such as frequency counts, mean and percentages while Relationship between socio-economic characteristics of the respondent and their level of participation in GESS in the study area was measured with Probit model analysis.
Factors affecting participation of women in the scheme was measured using a 5 -item statement rated on a 4-point Likert type scale of strongly agree (4), agree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). A midpoint was obtained thus, 4+3+2+1=10/4 =2.5. Based on the mid score decision rule, any mean score less than or equal to 2.5 is graded as strong disagreement. Any mean score between 2.5 to 3.0 is graded as agree while mean scores greater than 3.0 implied strong agreement in the statement as a factors affecting participation of women in the scheme.
Results and Discussion
Socio -economic Characteristics of the Respondents: compared to the younger women who are engaged in schooling or trading. The household size indicates that they have enough mouths to feed therefore need assistance from the government to sustain their income. The women farmers in the study area were relatively educated. Education is an important factor in utilization of innovation. Nwachukwu (2005) also noted that the level of education one has will affect the way one receives a message. In view of this, the educational status of the farmers in the study area will enhance their participation in the scheme. Meanwhile their income level from agricultural production is below average confirming the report of NBS, 2014 that the contribution of agriculture to GDP (Gross Domestic Product) is relatively low compared to the oil and gas sector (NBS, 2014) . This crop of women actually needs all the assistance they can get from the government to take their agricultural production to a profitable level. 
Level of Rural Women Participation in the GESS Programme
Only 43.96 % of the respondents confirmed that they have heard of the Growth Enhancement Support Scheme (table 2) . This indicates that the scheme had below average awareness level in the study area. However, 35.34 % of the rural women registered and participated in the GESS programme. Therefore, the programme recorded low percentage of registration and participation of the women in the study area. Factors affecting participation of the respondent in the scheme Entries in Table 3 shows that the respondents strongly agreed that low level of awareness about the programme (with mean score of 3.45) and inability to register for the scheme (3.77) were the major constraints effecting their participation in the GES program. Meanwhile, absence of extension agent (3.22) was another constraint which also points to low level of awareness about the programme.
There is need to raise the awareness of the GES scheme to enlighten the farmers more on the benefits of the programme and encourage their participation. Arokoyo The analysis showed that the coefficient for age (-1.105*) was negative and significant at 10% level of probability. The implication is that as age of these women increases, their level of participation in the GESS decreases in Abia State. Bonaban, Nwaru, (2005) also agree that age of the farmer can have a profound effect on participation in agricultural programs and technology adoption.
Coefficient for monthly income (-1.915*) was also negative and significant. The implication is that as the monthly income of the women increases, their level of participation in GESS decreases in Abia State. This will re-direct the scheme at development level to target resource poor women for active participation in the programme. The coefficient of awareness (0.205) was positive and significant at 10% level of probability in Abia state. This implies that the rural women probability of participating in the GESS programme increases as the awareness level of the programme increases in Abia state. Concerted efforts should therefore be made to increase the awareness and acceptability of the GESS programme in the state through the use of information and communication technology devices (ICTs) and other mass media means. Ake, (2010) asserts that information and communication technologies (ICTS) are being used in information dissemination in all agricultural sub-sectors to arouse awareness, encourage participation and increase production. 
Conclusion and Recommendations
The programme recorded low percentage of registration and participation of the women in the study area. Poor awareness, bureaucratic bottlenecks in the registration process, delay in receiving text messages and agro-inputs limited active participation of the rural women in the programme and inversely the general performance of GESS in the study area. The study further revealed that bureaucratic bottlenecks in the process of registration as well as absence of extension agents among other factors had constrained the effective participation of farmers in the project. There should be thorough reappraisal of the implementation strategies to encourage active participation of farmers in the GESS programme in Abia state. It is recommended that the process of farmer's registration should be reviewed and made easier for the farmers to enroll in the programme. Since awareness has positive influence on participation in the programme, there is need for extensive public sensitization and enlightenment campaigns about GESS using the ICTS and other mass media means especially at the grass root level. Again farmers should organize themselves into cooperative groups to reposition themselves for easy access of government's programs and assistance while
